THE     SHADOWS     FALL           431
first Gregor had been a little prejudiced against his
new chief of staff; but in the course of a couple of months
he came to know him better, and one day after a battle told
him frankly:
" I thought pretty poorly of you, Kopylov, but now I see
I was wrong; so what I ask you is, overlook it if you
can."
Kopylov smiled and made no answer, but he was obviously
flattered by this decidedly boorish confession.
He lacked all desire for fame and possessed no fixed
political views, and his attitude to the war was that it was a
necessary evil, and he did not expect its speedy end. So now,
he was not considering how to develop operations for the
capture of Ust-Miedvieditsa, but was recalling his people at
home, his native village, and thinking it would be a good
idea to gallop home on leave for a month or six weeks. . . .
JSregor gazed long at Kopylov, then rose to his feet.
" Well, brothers and atamans, let's go to our quarters and
sleep. There's no point in sitting here racking our brains
over the capture of Ust-Miedvieditsa. The generals will think
and decide for us now. We'll ride off to Fitzhelaurov
to-morrow; let him teach us intelligence and sense, poor
wretch ! But this is what I think in regard to the second
regiment: we've still got the authority, and I think it would
be best to degrade regimental commander Dudariev,
stripping him of his rank and titles. . . ."
" And his ration of porridge," Yermakov interrupted.
" No, I'm not joking," Gregor went on. " We must reduce
hUh this very day to the rank of squadron commander, and
send Kharlampy as commander of the regiment. You go
off at once, Yermakov, take over the regiment and wait for
our instructions to-morrow morning. Kopylov will write
out the order for Dudariev's degradation at once, you can
take it with you. Dudariev will never manage a regiment.
He's got no sense at all, and I'm afraid he might expose the
cossacks to a fresh blow. You know what infantry fighting
is. ... It's easy enough then to risk your men's lives, if
the commander doesn't know what he's doing."
r " That's true. I'm in favour of degrading Dudariev/1
Kopylov supported Gregor.
" Well,  Yermakov,  are you against ? " Gregor asked,
a look of dissatisfaction on Yermakov's face.